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ABSTRACT 
Poor complaint management may result in organizations losing customers and revenue. 
Consumers exhibit negative emotional responses when dissatisfied and this may lead to a 
complaint to a third-party organization. Since little information is available on the role of 
emotion in the consumer complaint process or how to manage complaints effectively, we offer 
an emotions perspective by applying Affective Events Theory (AET) to complaint behavior. This 
study presents the first application of AET in a consumption context and advances a theoretical 
framework supported by qualitative research for emotional responses to complaints. In contrast 
to commonly held views on gender and emotion, men as well as women use 
emotion-focused coping to complain. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Effective complaint management contributes to customer and employeewell-being as well as 
organizational outcomes such as reputation, revenue, and customer satisfaction. Dissatisfied 
customers exhibit negative emotional responses and this may lead to a complaint to a third-party 
organization such 
as The Better Business Bureau (United States) or Office of Fair Trading (Australia). Failure by 
the organization to address these emotions may exacerbate the situation and drive the customer 
to engage in negative responses such as decreased expenditure, negative word-of-mouth, 
switching organizations, or even retaliation. To date, however, little information is available on 
the role of emotion leading to a third-party consumer complaint or how to manage complaints 
effectively (Davidow, 2003; Russell-Bennett, Hartel & Drennan, 2010). Research is urgently 
required in this area as the negative consequences linked with ineffective complaint processes 
are severe and include harm to the organization and the employees and customers 
involved. 
 
We offer an emotions perspective of complaint behavior to address this gap by applying Weiss 
and Cropanzano’s (1996) Affective Events Theory (AET) to third-party consumer complaint 
behavior. AET considers the effects of work-related events on emotional responses and the 
subsequent outcomes for attitudes and behavior. A positive affective event is one which produces 
positive emotional responses such as happiness and a negative affective event is one which 
produces negative emotional responses such as dissatisfaction and anger. We have chosen to 
apply this theory to a third-party complaints context because these tend to be highly important to 
the individual and likely to evoke intense negative emotions. 
 
COMPLAINT BEHAVIOR 
Complaining is a form of interpersonal communication that enables consumers to express their 
dissatisfaction, vent emotions, and attain desired inter- and intrapersonal goals (Kowalski, 1996). 
When ordered by the level of effort required to complain, a hierarchy emerges. Complaining to 
family and friends (termed private complaint or negative word-of-mouth) sits at the bottom, 
complaining to the business (termed voice complaint) is at the next level, and complaining to a 
third-party, which is the most effortful process, sits at the top (Hogarth, English, & Sharma, 
2001). Third-party complaint behaviors are ‘‘action directed toward one or more agencies that 
are not directly involved in the exchange relationship’’ (Singh, 1989, p. 333). Thus a third-party 
in the complaint literature is an organization who is able to intervene on behalf of the consumer 
(not family or friends). 
 
Research into complaint behavior has looked at all three targets however the perspective has 
been from an economic or cognitive perspective(Bearden & Mason,1984; Blodgett, Wakefield, 
& Barnes, 1995; Hogarth et al., 2001; Singh & Wilkes, 1996). The economic and cognitive 
perspectives simply do not explain enough about complaint behavior. For instance, there is 
research which says that people will only go to a third-party when the amount at stake is high 
(Hogarth et al., 2001). However, we have found that people will complain over small or 
nonfinancial issues. Current complaint theories do not explain why this occurs. The limited 
research which does consider the emotional aspects of complaining focuses on the behavior of 
noncomplainants (Stephens & Gwinner, 1998). The purpose of this chapter  is to offer an 
alternative explanation for complaining to a third-party that incorporates emotional as well as 
cognitive responses. 
 
An affective event is any change in our immediate environment that evokes an affective response 
from us, such as an unresolved problem in a business-to-customer interaction. For example, 
buying an air conditioner that does not work despite repeated contact with the manufacturer or 
receiving the wrong order at a restaurant with no apology or recompense. AET specifically 
addresses the interplay between emotional and cognitive responses to an event such as an 
unresolved consumer problem, leading to a greater understanding of the types of behavioral 
responses (judgment-driven or affective-driven) evoked. We adopt an AET perspective of third-
party complaint behavior in order to explore the emotional responses of consumers to an event 
that leads to a third-party complaint. According to AET (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996), affective 
events and accompanying real-time moods and emotions provide an important link between an 
organizational context and attitudinal and behavioral outcomes.  
:1 
Certain types of situations predispose the types of affective events that occur, which provoke 
either positive or negative affect (moods and emotions). Moods and emotions, in turn, mediate 
the effect that the organizational context has on attitudes and behaviors. Weiss and Cropanzano 
(1996) also suggest that individual difference variables, such as demographics and negative 
affect, influence the interpretation and response to an affective event. 
 
To date, few empirical tests of AET have been conducted. Those that have been conducted focus 
on employee experiences at work only, showing that emotions influence job satisfaction, 
organizational commitment, and turnover intention (Ashkanasy, Zerbe, & Ha¨ rtel, 2002; Jordan, 
Ashkanasy & Hartel, 2002; Weiss, Nicholas & Daus, 1999). The present research extends the 
empirical investigation of AET by investigating why customers complain, the role of emotions in 
driving third-party complaint behavior, and the consequences of these emotional experiences on 
the outcomes of a complaint. 
AET provides an appropriate theoretical framework for investigating these questions. Through 
AET Weiss and Cropanzano (1996) established the importance of variables such as emotional 
characteristics of the work environment, events in the workplace, individual responses, 
behavioral drivers, attitudes, and these have implications for understanding third-party complaint 
behavior.  
 
As AET was developed to describe employees’ experiences in the workplace, it is necessary to 
recast the variables for a consumer context. Although the global nature of each variable remains 
the same, the object of the seven variables is contextualized as shown in Table 1. The AET 
model with the adapted terms is depicted in Fig. 1. 
 
Table 1. Adaptation of AET variables for a Third-party complaint Context 
AET – workplace events AET- service failures 
Work environment features Contexts 
Work event Service failure 
Moods and emotions at work Consumer emotional responses 
Affective-driven behaviour Emotion-driven complaint behaviour 
Job Attitudes Attitude towards the organization 
Judgment-driven behaviour Judgment-driven complaint behaviour 
Affective disposition Individual characteristics 
 
 
Fig. 1. Affective Events Theory (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). 
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We begin with the work environment features variable. Weiss and Cropanzano (1996) include 
this variable in their model because situational features can increase and decrease the likelihood 
of an affective reaction. As this chapter seeks to extend AET from workplace settings to the 
marketplace it is appropriate to alter the label of this variable to be inclusive of both the 
workplace and the marketplace. We therefore adopt the term context to broaden the application 
of the framework to the marketplace. Context is defined by the Oxford Dictionary (Soanes & 
Stevenson, 2004, p. 192) as ‘‘the circumstances surrounding an event, statement, or idea.’’ 
Examples of context in the marketplace are the physical surroundings of the  situation (i.e., 
lighting, de´cor, and sounds), social surroundings (i.e., other people present), temporal 
perspective (i.e., time of day and time constraints), task definition (i.e., gift vs. purchase for self), 
and antecedent states (i.e., mood and lack of money) (Belk, 1975). The second variable in AET 
is work event. An example of a negative work event would be a conflict with a co-worker while 
a positive work event would be a compliment from a trusted boss (cf. Fisher, 2000). In this 
chapter we are applying AET to third-party complaints and are thus focusing on annoying or 
aggravating situations so the work event is reframed as an unresolved consumer problem. 
 
 
The third variable in AET is affective reactions which are the emotions experienced by the 
employee as a result of the affective event. In Weiss and Cropanzano’s conceptualization of 
AET, affect includes both moods and emotions. As we are concerned with studying complaint 
behavior, the appropriate affective focus is on emotions, since the affect in this context is linked 
with an object, i.e., complaint behavior, which is the definition of emotion (Lazarus, 1991). 
Consequently, in our extension of AET for the marketplace, we relabel this variable as emotional 
response and show its component parts following Stephens and Gwinner’s (1998) cognitive-
emotive process model of consumer complaint behavior. There are three components to 
emotional response: a physical response, primary appraisal, and secondary appraisal. Physical 
responses can involve changes in body temperature and heart rate, pupil dilation, and sweating 
(Frijda, 1993). Primary appraisal is the awareness of the physical responses such that one is 
aware of feeling positive or negative (Frijda, 1993). The specific emotion such as anger or joy is 
identified as part of the secondary appraisal process (Frijda, 1993). Unresolved consumer 
problems generate negative emotions which are evoked when something of value, whether a 
goal, an expectation, or ideal, is threatened or thwarted (Paterson & Ha¨ rtel, 2002). The types of 
negative emotions that result from unresolved consumer problems include anger, discontent, 
disappointment, self-pity, and anxiety (Bechwati &Morrin, 2003; Smith & Bolton, 2002). Once a 
negative emotion is generated, consumers adopt a coping response that can be focused on either 
resolving the emotion evoking problem or on expressing the negative emotion itself. Complaint 
behavior can therefore be understood from a coping response perspective. The fourth variable in 
AET is affect-driven behavior, which refers to actions directly influenced by emotional 
experiences (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). For instance, after being ignored by an organization 
on numerous attempts to correct a problem a consumer shouts at the service employee who has 
no power to resolve the problem. We substitute the term affect driven behavior with emotion-
driven complaint behavior as this study is investigating the impact of specific emotions on 
complaint behavior.  
 
The fifth variable in AET is job attitudes; attitudes are held views about an object based on both 
beliefs and affective experiences with that object (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). This is re-
phrased in the current context as attitudes toward the organization. In a consumer context, 
negative attitudes toward an organization have been shown to result in low satisfaction, reduced 
purchase, negative word-of-mouth, and switching to new organizations (Wangenheim & Bayon, 
2004). 
 
The sixth variable in AET is termed judgment-driven behavior. In a third-party complaints 
context, the term is expanded to be judgment-driven complaint behavior. Emotional responses 
lead to this behavior indirectly through attitudes. Complaint behavior is influenced by the 
evaluation of the organization and its recovery efforts (or lack of). Judgment-driven behavior is 
likely to be the result of thought-out, planned decisions (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996), often 
involving research and information collection. An example of judgment-driven complaint 
behavior would be a consumer who has a new video-recorder that is faulty which the 
manufacturer will not repair, and after consulting the manual and the company warranty policy, 
contacts a third-party to seek redress. 
 
The seventh variable in AET is termed disposition. The authors of AET only consider the role of 
affective disposition and its impact on work events and affective reactions (Weiss & 
Cropanzano, 1996). We have extended the notion of dispositions to go beyond affect to include a 
variety of individual differences that are known to be antecedents of complaint behavior; namely, 
demographics (Hogarth et al., 2001; Liefield, Edgecombe, & Wolfe, 1975), and previous 
experience with the organization and expectations of success (Singh, 1989). Thus, we have 
relabled the variable as individual characteristics. The results of the recast AET model are 
illustrated in Fig. 2, which diagrammatically represents this adaptation as applied to a third-party 
complaint. Each of the propositions are explained next. First, the proposition is outlined and then 
a discussion of its development follows. P1. The context will influence the likelihood of an 
unresolved consumer problem occurring. 
 
Fig. 2. Adaptation of AET Variables for a Third-Party Complaint Context. 
 
 
Weiss and Cropanzano (1996) point out that features of the work environment influence the 
likelihood of certain events occurring (cf. Humphrey, 2000). One of the situational factors 
identified by Belk (1975) is physical characteristics of the environment. In a retail context, this 
might refer to the length of a queue at the checkout. If the queue is long, an employee may be 
unwilling or unable to resolve a consumer problem because they are under time pressure to serve 
all the customers quickly. In a service environment, the amount of felt control and degree of 
discretion influence the likelihood of a service failure occurring (Lovelock, 1983). For instance, 
organizations that have customized services (e.g., legal services and medical services) have an 
increased chance of service failure because their services are highly variable and 
nonstandardized.  
 
P2. An unresolved consumer problem is likely to generate negative consumer emotional 
responses. 
 
When a consumer experiences an unresolved problem, they will engage in cognitive appraisal of 
the situation. The lack of obtainment of a goal is likely to lead to negative emotions such as 
frustration (Paterson & Hartel, 2002). Research reveals that consumers experience a wide range 
of emotions throughout the complaint process (Bennett, Ha¨ rtel, & McColl-Kennedy, 2004; 
Stephens & Gwinner, 1998; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2004).  
 
P3. Emotional responses in a third-party complaint context will consist of three components.  
 
 
Emotions can be categorized as primary or secondary; primary emotions are biologically driven 
and may not involve cognitive neural systems while secondary emotions are the result of 
cognitive appraisal (Damasio, 1994). Emotional responses to a marketing situation such as a 
consumer problem are less likely to be an automatic, instinctive survival reaction and more an 
appraisal using schemas, expectations, cultural norms, and values. Emotional responses have 
three components: the physiological response to the event (i.e., sweating, increased heart rate, 
and flushed cheeks), primary appraisal of the event (evaluation of the new or altered emotional 
state as being positive or negative, compared to the previous state) and secondary appraisal 
(experience of a discrete emotion, i.e., anger, disgust, and shame; Lazarus, 1991). 
 
P4. Emotional responses lead to attitudes which in turn influence judgment-driven complaint 
behaviors. 
 
According to AET, attitudes result from moods, emotions, and work environment features, and 
they predict judgment-related behaviors such as turnover (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). Attitudes 
consist of two components, affect and beliefs (or cognitions) (Ajzen, 2001; Weiss & 
Cropanzano, 1996). Affective experiences influence the affective component of attitudes while 
evaluations influence the belief component (Kim, Lim, & Bhargava, 1998). Although there has 
been much research on the determinants of the belief component of attitudes, there is little 
research on the determinants of the affective component or of the interplay between the two 
(Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996).As consumers engage in evaluation and decision-making when 
forming an attitude toward an organization (McColl-Kennedy & Sparks, 2003), we expect to find 
that complaint behavior is judgment-driven. For example, consider a real-estate agent who keeps 
changing the agreement for a house purchase thus making the customer angry. If the consumer 
has a negative attitude toward the practices of real-estate agents, they are likely to engage  in 
judgment-driven complaint behaviors, such as contacting a real-estate regulatory body. This 
suggests that third-party complaints represent prolonged conscious consideration of the 
unresolved consumer problem, and that choices related to the third-party complaint are likely to 
be impacted by values, beliefs, and attitudes. 
P5. Emotional responses influence emotion driven complaint behavior. Weiss and Cropanzano 
(1996) propose a direct link between emotions at work and emotion-driven behavior that is not 
mediated by attitude. In other words, the behavior does not contain any reference to beliefs or 
evaluation. Emotion-driven behavior tends to be spontaneous and less thoughtful than judgment-
driven behavior, thus bypassing attitudes. Therefore, we would expect an unresolved consumer 
problem to trigger emotions that bypass attitudes and result in emotion-driven behavior when 
consumers are in an emotional state. Because emotions tend to dominate thinking and behavior, 
they have a controlling effect (Frijda, 1993). 
 
An example of emotion-driven behavior is when, for example, a customer tries, and fails, to gain 
the attention of a sales assistant. As a result of being ignored, the customer angrily confronts the 
employee then walks out of the store. We would expect similar emotions to arise in third-party 
complaint situations where consumers believe they are in the right and deserve redress,and where 
obstacles in achieving their goals are encountered. 
 
P6. The context of an unresolved consumer problem will generate consumer attitudes. 
 
In addition to contributing to the unresolved consumer problem and the emotional responses of 
the consumer, the nature of the context may also have a direct effect on attitudes toward an 
organization (Wilson & Hodges, 1992). For example, at the time the problem occurs, a customer 
may report a positive attitude toward an organization, but, after reconsidering the event and 
discussing it with friends, may report an altered attitude. This example shows the importance of 
social context in understanding attitude formation.  
 
P7. Emotional responses will depend on the personality and psychological characteristics of 
consumers such as their coping focus and self-efficacy. 
 
P8. The personality and psychological characteristics of consumers (e.g.,coping focus and self-
efficacy) are likely to moderate the influence of the unresolved problem on the emotional 
response. 
 
AET proposes that individuals predisposed to emotion are more likely to respond to events 
emotionally (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). Specifically, persons high in negative affectivity are 
more unhappy, distressed, and pessimistic. Therefore, we posit that this group of people will 
perceive more consumer problems, which will increase the incidence of complaint behavior. 
Similarly, the coping style of individuals is likely to influence the emotional response consumers 
have to negative events (Jordan et al.,2002). Coping behavior is a driver of complaint behavior 
(Stephens & Gwinner, 1998) and can be classified as problem-focused or emotion focused 
(Vitaliano, Russo, Carr, Maiuro & Becker, 1985). Although problem-focused coping may 
involve emotional feelings (though this is not always the case), emotion-focused coping is 
directed at maintaining emotional equilibrium. The key difference between the two coping 
strategies is that emotion-focused coping is not directed at solving the problem, which may 
continue to exist (Stephens & Gwinner, 1998).  
 
The same individual characteristics that influence the experience of negative emotions may also 
moderate the impact of an unresolved consumer problem on the emotional response. People 
experience different emotional reactions to the same event because of different perceptions, 
appraisals, and interpretations of that event (Ortony, Clore & Collins, 1994). For example, some 
passengers may feel extreme anger when an airline flight is delayed; some will react with mild 
irritation and others may have no emotional 
reaction at all. 
 
These eight propositions were explored using focus groups, the details of which are outlined in 
the next section. 
 
METHOD 
The population of interest for this study was consumers who had experienced an unresolved 
consumer problem, and who had contacted a government department responsible for regulating 
business practices in the marketplace. The purpose of the data collection was to determine 
whether there was qualitative support for each of the pathways in the adapted AET model. 
The sample for this study comprised 21 participants, 12 females, and 9 males, who were divided 
into 4 structured mini-focus groups. Focus groups are a commonly used technique in consumer 
research and are particularly useful for eliciting experiences and development of attitudes 
(Kitzinger & Barbour, 1999). Focus groups have the advantage over interviews of capturing the 
social dynamics of attitude formation, decision-making, and expectations (Kitzinger & Barbour, 
1999). 
 
A highly skilled facilitator with psychological training conducted the sessions. The facilitator 
was not one of the researchers and therefore was unaware of the specific propositions under 
study, minimizing experimenter bias. He was provided with a session guide that included details 
of the seven variables to ensure that all elements of the adapted AET model were 
discussed. The groups were asked questions that referred directly to each stage of the AET 
model, beginning with the service failure and culminating in complaint behavior to a government 
third-party. 
 
Transcripts were content analyzed and pattern coded by two independent coders using the 
variables in the adapted AET model as a template (Cassell & Symon, 1994, p. 26). The two 
coders worked together during the final stage of the analysis, examining the comments from 
focus group participants in relation to each of the variables of the model to determine where the 
propositions in the model were confirmed or disconfirmed. A number of individual 
characteristics were measured that included demographics and psychological features. The items 
for the psychological scales were measured on a 1–5 point scales (1¼low score and 5¼high 
score); coping style (Vitaliano et al., 1985), self-esteem, (Rosenberg, 1989), stress tolerance 
(Bar-on EQ-I, 1997), self-efficacy (Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995), desire for control (Bruger & 
Cooper, 1979), neuroticism and extroversion (Costa & McCrae, 1998), and locus of control 
(Rotter, 1966). 
 
RESULTS 
Table 2 contains the profile for respondents. The sample had a balance of  individuals using 
emotion-focused and problem-focused coping approaches regardless of gender as well as 
variation on stress tolerance, self-efficacy, extroversion, neuroticism, and locus of control. The 
nature of the complaint varied across industry as well as the amount at stake and outcome of the 
complaint. The analysis found support for all eight propositions in the adapted AET model. 
Verbatim quotes that are prototypical of participants’ responses and with a gender balance are 
presented later. Comments are provided within their context of the conversation and the key 
elements relating to the model are indicated in bold type. 
 
Table 2. Profile of Respondents. 
 
Name  Gender Age 
category 
Dominant 
coping style 
(style with 
the highest 
score) 
Psychological 
Profile* 
Complaint Type of 
complaint 
Amount 
at stake 
Outcome 
Jenny Female 25-34 Neither High stress 
tolerance, average 
problem focused 
coping, and 
average emotion-
focused coping, 
high self-efficacy. 
extrovert 
Asked for house to 
be cleaned prior 
to settlement. 
Real estate agents 
kept promising it 
would be done 
but did not 
arrange this. 
Real 
Estate 
(new 
sales) – 
service 
$300 Did not 
receive 
anything. 
Anne Female n.s Emotion-
focused 
High seeking, 
social support, 
very high wishful 
thinking, very low 
stress tolerance, 
high self-esteem, 
introvert. 
Fault with car 
purchased 
Motor 
Vehicle - 
sales 
$797 Received 
$200 (partial 
outcome) 
Robyn Female  Problem-
focused 
Very high 
problem-focused, 
average self-
blame, wishful 
thinking and 
avoidance coping, 
low self-efficacy 
Unfair dealings 
and bully behavior 
of real estate 
agent – rental 
Real-
estate – 
rental 
Nil. Withdrew 
complaing 
Carol Female 25-34 Emotion-
focused 
 Low problem-
focused copy, very 
high seeking social 
support, high 
stress tolerance, 
high self esteem, 
high self-efficacy, 
high desire for 
control, extrovert 
Refund of 
incompatible 
computer part not 
given 
Computer 
sales 
$70 unresolved 
Sue Female 35-54 Emotion-
focused 
 Low problem-
focused, average 
seeking social 
support, self-
blame, wishful 
thinking and 
avoidance coping, 
low self-esteem, 
introvert 
Real estate agent 
did not forward all 
property sale 
documents to 
client 
Real 
Estate-
sales 
Nil – 
document
s only 
Unresolved 
Name  Gender Age 
category 
Dominant 
coping style 
(style with 
the highest 
score) 
Psychological 
Profile* 
Complaint Type of 
complaint 
Amount 
at stake 
Outcome 
Kerry Female 35-54 Emotion-
focused 
Very low problem-
focused coping, 
average seeking 
social support, 
self-blame, 
wishful thinking 
and avoidance 
coping, high self-
esteem 
Client was 
charged for a 
service which 
should have been 
free under 
conditions of sale 
Motor 
vehicle – 
repairs 
$242.20 Resolved 
Dianne Female 35-54 n.s n.s Problem with car 
purchased. 
Motor 
vehicle – 
sales 
$4,300 Resolved 
Elizabeth  Female 25-34 Emotion-
focused 
 Very high seeking 
social support, 
high wishful 
thinking, high 
avoidance coping, 
very low desire for 
control 
Computer repair 
business lost 
clients floppy disks 
Computer 
repairs 
$66 $30 
Sharon  Female 55+ Problem-
focused 
 High problem-
focused coping, 
high avoidance 
coping, very high 
stress tolerance, 
very high self-
esteem, very high 
self-efficacy, 
introvert 
Real estate agent 
placed misleading 
ads 
Real 
estate - 
sales 
Nil unsuccessful 
Leanne Female 25-34 Emotion-
focused 
 Average problem-
focused, high self-
blame, average 
seeking social 
support, wishful 
thinking and 
avoidance coping, 
,high desire for 
control, high locus 
of control 
Registration 
sticker on car 
indicates it is a 
2000 model when 
it is a 2001 model.  
QLD transport 
advises that the 
dealer has to 
arrange the 
correction. 
Motor 
vehicle - 
sales 
Nil – 
correction 
required 
Action taken. 
Resolved 
Hannah Female 18-24 Problem-
focused 
Very high 
problem-focused, 
low self-blame, 
very low wishful 
thinking 
Car was sold with 
RWC certificate 
but the problems 
are so bad the 
RWC should not 
have been issued.  
Motor 
vehicle – 
sales 
$3,000 $760 
Joanne Female 25-34 Emotion-
focused 
 High seeking 
social support, 
very high wishful 
thinking, very low 
self-esteem 
Car was sold with 
engine problems. 
Motor 
vehicle – 
sales 
not stated Resolved 
Hanna Female 55+ Emotion-
focused 
 High seeking 
social support, 
very high wishful 
thinking, high 
stress tolerance, 
extrovert and high 
locus of control 
Bought car 
unaware that it 
had been in a 
severe accident 
and the shape was 
not straight 
Motor 
vehicle - 
sales 
20,000 Resolved 
Name  Gender Age 
category 
Dominant 
coping style 
(style with 
the highest 
score) 
Psychological 
Profile* 
Complaint Type of 
complaint 
Amount 
at stake 
Outcome 
Kim Male 55+ Problem-
focused 
High Problem-
focused coping, 
high desire for 
control, extrovert 
Real estate agency 
let house out for 6 
months when 
owner instructed 
12 mth leases only 
(didn’t want 2 
tenants and 2 sets 
of fees in a year).  
Real estate agency 
tried to charge the 
rental fee. 
Real 
estate 
(rental) – 
service 
$160 Await 
outcome of 
Small Claims 
Court 
Trevor Male 55+ Problem-
focused  
 High stress 
tolerance, av 
problem-focused 
coping, High 
desire for control, 
introvert 
Property manager 
released bond 
without deducting 
fee for remaining 
8 days of rent 
Real 
estate 
(rental) 
service 
$228.50 Received  
Michael Male  Emotion-
focused  
Very high self-
blame, low 
problem-focused 
coping, very high 
self-esteem, low 
self-efficacy 
Non-performance 
of computer 
(outside warranty) 
Computer 
repairs 
$2,500 The 
computer 
was fixed. 
Glenn Male  Emotion-
focused 
Very high self-
blame, high 
wishful thinking, 
very high 
avoidance coping, 
high self-esteem, 
high neuroticism 
Defective SUV 
(secondhand 
purchase) 
Motor 
vehicle 
sales 
$17,357 Did not 
receive 
anything 
Garry Male  Problem-
focused 
Av problem-
focused coping, 
low self-blame, 
very low self-
efficacy, high 
neuroticism, very 
high locus of 
control,  
Bought 
secondhand car 
and had problems 
Motor 
vehicle 
sales 
$294 Received 
money 
Brendon Male  Neither Average problem-
focused coping, 
average seeking 
social support and 
wishful thinking, 
very high self-
efficacy, high 
locus of control 
Laptop taken for 
repairs and not 
refunded 
Computer 
repairs 
$550 Unresolved 
at time of 
data 
collection 
Michael2 Male 25-34 Emotion-
focused 
Low problem-
focused, high 
seeking social 
support, average 
wishful thinking, 
and avoidance 
coping, high desire 
for control, 
extrovert 
Client expected 
real estate agent 
to arrange for the 
house to be 
cleaned and fixed 
prior to moving in 
Real 
estate – 
rental 
Not 
stated 
Resolved in 
the Small 
Claims Court 
Stephen Male 55+   Average problem-
focused, high 
stress tolerance, 
very low self-
esteem 
Client believes the 
house they bought 
should have had a 
new house 
guarantee, phone 
Real 
Estate – 
sales 
not stated Achieved 
through BSA 
Name  Gender Age 
category 
Dominant 
coping style 
(style with 
the highest 
score) 
Psychological 
Profile* 
Complaint Type of 
complaint 
Amount 
at stake 
Outcome 
lines and TV 
reception. 
* Emotion-focused coping consists of four dimensions - seeking social support, self-blame, wishful thinking, 
avoidance coping (Vitaliano et al., 1985).  High or low scores noted, average scores only noted where high or low 
not present. 
 
P1. The context will influence the likelihood of an unresolved consumer 
problem occurring. 
 
The following responses support this proposition: 
I want to update my computer. Then I call up this many, he come and picked up my 
computer to fix it. Three and a half months later I got my computer back. It wasn’t 
fixed. I think it’s very disgusting because for the last 6 months I cannot use really my 
computer like I should because you cannot print everything you want because something 
the computer won’t print because it doesn’t have the disc to go around to do it again. 
And I get very because I’m very angry. Every time I go in to use it, I can’t use it 
properly. Elizabeth 
 
 
P2. An unresolved consumer problem is likely to generate negative 
consumer emotional responses. 
 
The quotes below represent a range of industry contexts such as realestate, computer retail and 
motor vehicle and demonstrate that an unresolved problem results in negative consumer 
emotions. 
‘‘Oh yeah, [it was] very disheartening I found.’’ Glenn – motor vehicle 
 
I felt angry and, I mean, sure I could have yelled and screamed, but I guess the reason 
why I complained is he didn’t show respect. Carol – computer retail 
 
It was like a bitter taste in my mouth, instead of going over to have a bottle of 
champagne, instead I just wanted to cry [despair],I was just furious and I was trying to 
chase up and see what I could do and I kept hitting brick walls. Jenny – real estate 
 
P3. Emotional responses in a third-party complaint context will consist of three components. 
 
Our data indicate that the cognitive appraisal processes is accompanied by psychological 
responses. Only women reported physiological responses:  
 
I had to take tranquillizers because I need to cope. Hanna 
So altogether it was really quite difficult sleeping. Anne 
and I got a funny tummy. I get a real sick tummy when I get, you know. Dianne 
I couldn’t sleep. I cried all the time. Sue 
 
Primary appraisal, the basic evaluation of the new or altered emotional state as being positive or 
negative compared to the previous state, is identified in the following comments: 
They made me feel like I was the one that was wrong. Carol 
I know then that I felt awful, absolutely rotten. Dianne 
Secondary appraisal involves closer scrutiny of the negative or positive state using norms or 
values to appraise the situation and make attributions  (cause) that result in the experience of a 
specific emotion. Examples from the data include: 
I guess that’s just my moral view, you don’t tell people lies about what you’re going to 
Do. I just wouldn’t expect that it’s against the law to misrepresent the status of the 
property. Jenny  
 
I said to her ‘‘Well I believe this is an aspect of mismanagement on your part and that 
even if you can’t extract the money from the tenants or the ex-tenants, I believe your 
company has an obligation to pay me’’. Trevor 
 
When you pay good money to have something done, you expect to have it done 
properly. Dianne 
 
P4. Emotional responses lead to attitudes which in turn influence 
judgment-driven complaint behaviors. 
 
We found examples of the mediating role of attitudes in our data:  
 
I was obviously focusing mostly on the money, It didn’t really affect me too greatly. Not 
likely, angry, I don’t care, you know, you just fix the thing and we call it quits [emotional 
responses], I just thought ‘You incompetent bunch’ [negative attitude towards service 
provider], I just wanted to go through the process. They hadn’t responded to my letter. 
They hadn’t paid any money and I’d given them a certain amount of time. And had 
written, obviously, to them, I’ll contact the Office of Fair Trading [judgment-driven 
complaint behavior]. Kerrie 
 
It didn’t stress me at all – because the amount of money was not huge [emotional 
response], they weren’t doing what I was expecting of them [negative attitude towards 
service provider], I typed up the letter very quickly, and then on top of that, the 
second one I sent by registered post, and that cost me $3.40 or something 
[judgmentdriven complaint behavior] Trevor 
 
P5. Emotional responses influence emotion-driven complaint behavior. 
 
Our data showed support for a direct relationship between emotions and emotion-driven 
complaint behavior:  
 
Every time you going in you get so angry you’re better just to walk away from it and I 
said, ‘No, I can’t,’ I don’t care what it costs me I want them to be told they are wrong. 
Jenny  
I was ready to jump through the phone and rip their throat out, basically my feelings are 
basically to think that justice prevails, you know, and I’d like to see – again-him more or 
less see that he is accountable and I’d like to embarrass him in front of his peers, 
basically. Garry 
 
P6. The context of an unresolved consumer problem will generate consumer attitudes. 
 
We found support for the relationship between negative attitudes, high risk and high 
involvement: 
I guess I felt a bit silly cause so many people say, don’t trust real estate agents and blah 
blah blah and I actually thought that I was dealing with genuine people which so many 
people have said to me ‘‘What were you thinking?’’ Jenny 
And it’s disgusting that real estate agents are allowed to be in business and lie to people 
because they’re doing something like that, well then they’re lying and they’re probably 
doing your sort of deal as well as well, you know, and your sort of deal as well. So I 
mean, you know they’ve just got to clean their act up. Sharon 
 
P7. There are likely to be differences in emotional responses based on the individual 
characteristics of consumers. 
 
P8. Individual characteristics of consumers are likely to moderate the influence of the 
unresolved problem on the emotional response. 
 
Two opposing examples of coping in the focus groups were Sue and Robyn. Sue was low in 
problem-focused coping (Vitaliano et al., 1985) and average on emotion-focused-coping 
(Vitaliano et al., 1985), Robyn was very high in problem-focused coping (Vitaliano et al., 1985) 
and low in emotion focused coping (Vitaliano et al., 1985). 
 
I was feeling motivated anything. It took me about half an hour because I’d done it 
before, like I’d whipped off a letter really quickly in Victoria and it worked really well, 
like the real estate agent folded immediately. And it didn’t – it was no inconvenience to 
me – and so I pretty much knew exactly what to do and just whipped up the letter. It 
took me 10 minutes – and I wanted to waste his time, because he’d wasted mine and 
yeah, so, I wanted him to hopefully lose a bit of money by having to take time out from 
his normal business to attend to this. And, you know, it took me 10 minutes, and it 
would probably take him a lot longer to deal with it. Robyn 
 
I cried a lot – and I just feel, I didn’t like the board very much – people can do that. See, 
I’ve don’t like anyone taking advantage of anyone. I think it is so wrong – and the 
frustrating thing is, people do take advantage and there’s no-one there to help you. I was 
absolutely shattered. I couldn’t believe it. I just sort of went into – I was numb for a 
monthyOkay, oh well just totally shattered. I couldn’t sleep. I cried all the time. Sue 
 
 
DISCUSSION 
The development of AET by Weiss and Cropanzano (1996) was an important advancement in 
the study of emotions at work. To date, however, few empirical studies are available 
demonstrating its usefulness as a paradigm for organizational studies and none assess it within 
the context of consumer interactions with organizations. This chapter addresses this critical gap 
by showing how an emotions perspective of complaint behavior based on AET is able to explain 
important outcomes in the complaint process. More generally, the qualitative research presented 
shows support for each of the pathways in the AET model. Although it is acknowledged that 
negative emotions are often triggered during unresolved consumer problems (Andreassen, 1999; 
Dube & Maute, 1996) and that consumers engage in cognitive appraisal during recovery attempts 
(cf. McColl-Kennedy & Sparks, 2003), relatively little is known about the interplay between 
consumer emotions and consumer cognition for unresolved consumer problems. This study 
demonstrates that AET is a useful framework for understanding the emotional triggers for a 
third-party complaint. Specifically this study makes four contributions to the literature on third-
party consumer complaints; consumer complaints involve both cognitive appraisal and 
physiological responses, emotional motivations are identified for third-party complaints, third-
party complaints do not always involve a high amount at stake, and psychological traits and 
gender appear to be important factors in consumer complaints. The results confirm that consumer 
emotions in a third-party complaint context follow a cognitive appraisal process. This is 
consistent with Stephens and Gwinner’s (1998) study that investigated the responses of 
noncomplainers. However, the current study also identified that the emotions process involved 
physiological responses for many consumers which supports the claim by Damasio (1994) that 
emotional responses can be cognitive AU :4 appraisals, biological responses, or both. The 
implications of this are that consumer researchers investigating emotions should consider 
measuring both primary/secondary emotions processes and accompanying changes in 
physiology. Including physiological impacts sheds light on the severity of  the event and the 
subsequent consumer responses; these may not be evident by merely examining the discrete 
emotions experienced. There are also ethical implications for marketing strategies that have a 
substantial impact on a consumer’s health such that medication or hospitalization is required to 
cope (like some of the respondents in this study).  
 
This study is one of the first to examine the emotional triggers of a third-party complaint. 
Previous research indicates that drivers of complaint behavior to a third-party tend to be 
conceptualized in cognitive terms; attitude toward complaining; expectations of success; cost–
benefits evaluation of complaining (Hogarth et al., 2001; Owens & Hausknecht, 1999; Singh, 
1989) or prior third-party complaining experience (Singh, 1989). In some instances in the current 
study, the amount at stake was small or there was no money at stake, contrasting with the notion 
that the more at stake, the more likely people are to complain to a third-party (Hogarth et al., 
2001; Singh, 1989). Some participants indicated their complaint was ego-defensive and thus the 
complaint process was to restore how they felt about themselves or vindicate their position while 
others were vengeful in their motivations to complain. Further research is required to investigate 
the emotional motivations of consumer complaints to third-parties. This is particularly salient 
given the ease of access to complaint websites such as www.notgoodenough.com where 
companies can be publicly decried and vilified to a global audience.  
 
Although third-party complaints are considered the most effortful of complaints (Hogarth et al., 
2001; Singh, 1989), this does not imply that the  amount at stake is also high. Although prior 
research builds the notion that consumers only complain when there is more at stake, this 
research indicates that is not the case. The amount at stake varied in this study from nil to 
$20,000 with most complaints being worth under $500. This indicates that complaints to third-
parties are not just necessarily about seeking financial redress, there may be nonfinancial motives 
for complaining. This study identified several emotional drivers; vengeance, humiliation, anger, 
fear, anxiety, disappointment, and frustration. Consequently, an emotional pathway to complaint 
behavior was established. There was also evidence of judgment-driven complaint behavior, 
where the link between behavior and emotions was mediated by attitudes. The emotions 
identified in this study appear to be heightened due to the level of importance the situation held 
for the consumer and the perceived risk (this appeared to be more emotional risk than financial 
risk). This is consistent with previous literature that suggested a relationship between emotion 
and high risk/involvement contexts (Smith & Bolton, 2002).  
 
The final contribution of this chapter is the identification of two key individual characteristics 
that appear to influence the experience and/or expression of emotions by the consumer 
complainants. Personality and sychological measures are uncommon in the complaint literature, 
and personality is generally not well-represented in current consumer behavior research 
(Baumgartner, 2002). This is despite a number of new developments in the personality literature 
(Baumgartner, 2002). Recently there is a growing recognition of the role personality and 
psychological traits may play, and research that includes these may find additional explanatory 
power. For instance Marquis and Filiatrault (2002) found that the self-consciousness disposition 
of the consumer determined the type of complaint behavior they engaged in (voice or word-of-
mouth). In our study, participants possessed both emotion-focused and problem-focused coping 
dispositions (Vitaliano et al., 1985). Introversion and neuroticism traits (Costa & McCrae, 1998)  
were evident among those with low self-efficacy (Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995) and emotion-
focused coping (Vitaliano et al., 1985).  
 
Prior research on gender and emotional responses in consumer behavior research indicates that 
women experience emotions more intensely (Moore, 2004). However while the women in this 
sample did appear to experience intense emotions, so too did the men. In terms of expressing the 
emotions, the women were very open when questioned, however the men required many 
attempts before they would admit the emotions. This is consistent with research that indicates 
that while there are differences in expressed emotion between the genders, there is little 
difference in the emotions actually experienced (Simon & Nath, 2004). Stephens and Gwinner’s 
(1998) study used an all-female sample as women were thought to use emotionfocused 
coping more than men. Our study, however indicates that men also use emotion-focused coping 
and that perhaps research needs to be careful to avoid stereo-typing the use of problem-focused 
and emotion-focused on the basis of gender. 
 
Limitations and Future Research 
There are a number of limitations and thus opportunities for future research. First this study is 
exploratory in nature and therefore cannot be generalized to another setting. There needs to be 
confirmatory validation of the model with a larger sample. This research examined complaints 
relating to event failures, this needs to be compared to different complaint contexts such as retail, 
FMCG, hedonistic vs. utilitarian products and on-line vs. face-to-face. Our findings coupled with 
those of Reiboldt (2003) identify a clear need for further examination of individual 
characteristics as a moderator of consumer behavior responses, i.e. gender and personality. AET 
is a process model, however there may be feedback loops whereby consumers oscillate between 
attitudes (judgment-driven) and emotion-driven behavior – the complaint may take on a life of its 
own as the complaint handling process stimulates further attitudes and emotions different to 
those association with the original trigger. Finally there may be cross-cultural differences in the 
emotions expressed in the complaint process. Different cultures have different norms and rules 
for emotional display which may influence the way that emotions are expressed, and thus the 
responses of the organization to these displays. 
 
CONCLUSION 
This chapter has demonstrated that emotions play an important role in generating third-party 
complaints. The findings have a range of implications for the management and training of staff in 
complaint handling procedures. Attention should be paid not just to the economic outcomes 
associated with the unresolved consumer problem but also the emotions created by the situation. 
The chapter also demonstrates the usefulness of AET for marketplace events. 
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